LIFE AT PURNEA
this same road that the British soldiers had used a hundred years
ago. We wondered what they thought of it in those days of
long ago, when they tramped through the dust and the heat;
were they enthralled by die brilliant sunsets, by the foliage
which only a tropical environment can show, or did the dust
in their throats and the pinch of their boots, no less than the
Ssfiing heat, claim all their attention and their curses 2
U&ting the cool hours there streamed along the highway a
variegated procession of bullock carts, donkeys, cows, dogs,
brown and bony human beings, many of them carrying elderly
and almost ancestral black umbrellas with which to ward off
the rays of the sun, while occasionally across the road's hot
dusty surface would dart an enquiring mongoose or hand-
some scurrying tree rat. Monkeys jumped in the tree-tops,
chattering like schoolchildren. Solemn birds clutched branches.
Sitting back in a car the novelty and interest of such surround-
ings soothed the mind and charmed the eye: a state of satisfying
nirvana, often rudely shattered by a grotesquely-hopping,
squabbling, group of vultures and carrion crows, hideous
sounds of strife receding into the distance, only to be succeeded
by the sight of a beggar afflicted with sores, or, more fortunately
by a vision of supple, brown figures, swaying rather than
walking, each swatted in a single^coloured garment flung
back from the shoulders, and carrying smoothly and efficiendy
their luggage on their heads. Their conversation centres on their
own small circle of life and death, the crops, and the prospects
of the next rainy season.	>
Conservatism and age-old custom are met with^on every
hand in India,-and among the tribes and races on and adjacent
to the border line. The Asiatic as a general rule, does not like
rapidity in anything. He prefers his progress to be on slow and
dignified lines, and any attempt to force the pace is fatal to
success.
A few years ago when Etherton and Blacker were journeying
up to Turkistan on a special mission, they took with them a
motor-cycle, as the nearest approach to mechanical transport
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